Delineates the problems facing library education, particularly in the United States. Proposes changes in curricula, faculty, and diversity in library education. Calls for a restructuring of library education for the 21 st century.
I long ago came to the conclusion that there are two types of paper that are very difficult to write. The first are those on a subject on which one has little to say. The task of spinning that little out to a talk of a decent length is almost intolerable. The second are those on a subject on which one has a great deal to say. The task of paring a book's worth of material into a paper at a conference is even more daunting. I fear this paper is one of the latter sort and each paragraph must bear the weight of a chapter and the paper itself lead to conclusions that deserve a book's length of justification.
I believe there is a crisis in library education, varying in severity from country to country, but omnipresent nonetheless. I also believe we need a new (or resuscitated) model of library education that will meet the demands of libraries and librarianship in the years to come. You will note that I use the term "library education" and not LIS, for reasons that will soon become apparent. I am a librarian and an employer of librarians and my view of the crisis is shaped by my experiences in the latter capacity. I can only speak of library education outside the USA as a distant observer and reader of professional journals and books, and will confine any specifics, therefore, to the United States.
Let me begin by looking at the wider context. There are many aspects to that context and the following are simply the most obvious components (in no special order).
The average age of librarians in the US is high and rising. A large number of those librarians will be retiring or carried out feet first in the next 5-10 years. It is vital that enthusiastic, educated librarians replace them.
At last count there were more than 117,000 libraries of all kinds in the USA. These included more than 9,000 public libraries and public library systems, nearly 4,000 academic libraries, more than 90,000 school libraries, more than 9,000 special libraries, and nearly 2,000 government and military libraries. There are 50 ALA-accredited library schools in the US and 7 in Canada.
There are a far larger number of accredited programmes and credentialing agencies for school librarians.
The state of California (with a population several millions larger) has 2 accredited library schools to Canada's 7-the same as Denton, TX, a town of fewer than 400,000 people. This is only the most dramatic example of the inequity of distribution and the paucity of number of US library schools.
What we used to call library schools have, perforce, become hosts to information science and information studies faculty and curricula. These disciplines (if they exist at all) are, at best, peripheral to library work and, at worst, inimical to it.
ii Studies have shown that there is a growing gender divide in LIS schools between "information science" oriented male teachers and library course oriented females teachers.
iii Further, that as female library oriented teachers retire they are likely to be replaced by "information science" oriented teachers.
Some prestigious research universities iv in the USA have given up in LIS education. This has led to a diminution of the research (in terms of quality if not quantity) into library topics. recorded knowledge available on the Internet and the Web are presented as if they were real components of the short-term future, despite the fact that they fly in the face of history and facts. We do not need these urban myths to be propagated in LIS schools or, worse, to be presented as facts to a new generation of librarians.
The gap between what is being taught in many LIS schools and what is being practiced in most libraries is wide and widening. Equally, the increasing different life experiences of LIS educators and library practitioners contribute to mutual misunderstanding. Just to take a few examples, the real life quotidian library struggles:
• with incorporating technology into library service while maintaining existing services;
• striving to preserve the human record and make sense out of the howling wilderness of the Web;
• and teaching library skills to increasingly a-literate library users
are not addressed in a serious manner (or at all) by LIS educators. That gap between theory and practice, each operating on different premises, is the most serious argument for complete reform of library education.
There is a dearth of research in US LIS schools that is dedicated to the real needs of real libraries. This is the result both of the divorce between information science oriented faculty and practicing librarians and of the fact that LIS schools in the US tend to be part of large universities that value (and reward) pure research over applied research. This has led to a gap in the library journal literature between arid and inaccessible reports of pure research and naïve "how we did it good" reports.
This has been a litany of the negative aspects of the library education crisis, but it should not be taken as a blanket indictment of all library educators or even of all LIS schools. However, it is also an outline of a tangled skein of problems that must be solved if we are to have a sufficient number of new librarians to staff the libraries and library services of the decades to come. You will note that I do not mention those who, having achieved an LIS degree, choose to work in areas other than libraries. This is not because I disapprove of that choice or even think that LIS schools should not educate such people.
I look upon them with benevolence, much as I look upon future doctors and nurses with benevolence, but their needs and careers are not central to my concerns. In particular, I believe that the education of future librarians should be the prime concern of LIS schools or, rather, that the ALA should not accredit those schools in which the education of future librarians is subservient to other considerations.
The solution to the library education crisis must have many elements. I will suggest here a number of areas in which change, in many cases radical change, is needed and wrap them up in an overall proposal in conclusion.
Curricula. Accreditation. There are two basic models by which a profession can seek to control education for its would-be members. The first is based on a consensus on the core requirements for a person to be educated in that profession leading to agreements on the basic curriculum to be taught in the schools that are certified to educate future members of that profession. For example, the American Medical Association states:
The American Medical Association and the Association of American Medical Colleges (AAMC) are joint sponsors of the Liaison Committee on Medical Education (LCME), which accredits medical school programs leading to the MD degree. Since 1942, the LCME has been the nationally recognized agency for the accreditation of US and Canadian medical programs. and performance are met by a medical school's education program leading to the MD degree.
vi The second approach is to accredit each school based not on national standards but on that school's own vision and mission and to judge them on the latter. If an LIS school seeking ALA accreditation chooses to concentrate on informatics and human-computer interaction and to make reference work and collection development elective courses, it is free to do so and will be accredited on that basis. To come to cases, a would-be doctor at an AMAaccredited medical school will take anatomy classes taught to national standards, whereas a would-be librarian at an ALA-accredited library school need not take courses in cataloguing and classification. It is hard to argue that knowledge of the latter is not as important to a librarian as anatomy is to a physician. Twenty-first century library schools. I tend to believe in evolution not revolution in human affairs but am not sure that the former will get us to my Can we get there from here? Can library education and information science coexist in harmony without detriment to either or must they divorce? Can the American Library Association and the LIS schools work together to produce a national core curriculum? Can we revamp the accreditation system so that it is based on nationally agreed standards? Can we reconceptualize librarianship to make it attractive to future generations of librarians? I do not know the
Diversity.

